CHAPTER   TWENTY-SIX

YOUTH AND  CULTURE

WHEN THE Russo-German war broke out, Zoya Vladimirova was only a
little more than sixteen years old. She was a high-school student, a poet,
and an actress. In the theatre of her native city of Tula she had played the
part of Seryozha, the son of Anna Karenina in the play based on Tolstoy's
novel.

To look at her, so small and pretty, with soft brown hair, firmly rounded
mouth, and milk-white teeth, one would never imagine she had the courage
and strength to go to the battlefront and in the thick of the fighting to carry
wounded men to safe shelters in the rear. Yet she did ihis for six months.
Through hails of bullets she carried out one hundred and sixteen wounded
soldiers!

" Were you never afraid ? "   I asked.

She shook her head, laughed, and said:

" I didn't have time to be afraid."

She laughed again, as though amused that any one should put such a
question to her.

Readily she told me the story of her experiences at the front. On June
22, 1941, she was in a village outside Tula, visiting an aunt. They had a
late breakfast, and when the meal was over she gathered the dishes and
started to wash them. The radio was on and she was listening to the
programme. Suddenly came the announcement of war.

" The dishes fell out of my hands," she recalled, " and the light went out
of my eyes. When I recovered I said to my aunt,c I'm going to the front/ "

The aunt was dismayed, but without losing any time Zoya packed her
belongings and returned to Tula. Instead of going home she tried to enlist.
Neither the Komsomol nor the Army would accept her because of her youth
and size.

When the Germans were approaching Tula the authorities wanted to
evacuate her together with other women, children, and the old people.
Zoya refused to go. She would remain home and fight, and nobody could
stop her. For weeks she persisted in her effort to enlist and one day she was
told:

" Be ready at twelve o'clock."

She ran honqe and packed, saying nothing to her mother for fear there
would be a scene. When she was ready she went to the door and, turning
to her mother, said:

" Mama darling, I am going to the front."

Quickly she ran out of the house and never looked back. She did not
want to meet her mother's pleading eyes or hear her pleading words.

She reported at the military depot and was assigned to the volunteer
regiment just formed in Tula. ITie soldiers teased her, saying: " Little
one, you'd better gc back to Mama," or " Little one, you'll run the moment
you hear the first bullet/' Her only reply was,ce We'll see."